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Research

Business schools have strayed from their purpose—to provide companies
with the graduates and the research to solve real-world problems.
This is a refrain frequently voiced by high-pro le educators ranging
from Warren Bennis to Jeffrey Pfeffer to Lex Donaldson. These edu-
cators each may trace the problem to different sources, but they agree
on one important point: Collaboration among many disciplines may
well be part of the solution.

As we often nd when we examine businesses in all industries, the
most dif cult problems are interdisciplinary in nature. They come with
no ready-made answers and encompass not just traditional business
subjects like accounting, marketing, or nance, but also those such as
psychology, graphic design, and science. To solve these problems, a
company requires a team of specialists from multiple disciplines, which
few consulting organizations are equipped to supply. The few consul-
tancies that have the resources to offer multidisciplinary teams charge a
premium for their services.

So, if companies value interdisciplinary problem-solving so highly,
why dont business schools place more emphasis on promoting it
among their own students and faculty? Why not provide companies
with the cross-disciplinary solutions they need to succeed?

Thats the question we asked in 2001, when administrators at
Bentley College in Waltham, Massachusetts, launched an initiative to
encourage collaborative research that cuts across traditional depart-
mental boundaries. Their aim was to encourage faculty in the business
school and across the arts and sciences departments to share knowledge
and work together on pressing business problems. To track the results
of the initiative, we formed Bentley s Social Networks Analysis Project,
or the SNAP team, which comprised faculty from the management and
mathematics departments. We tracked how many collaborations our
faculty made across disciplines, inside and outside the business school.
Our aim was to boost the number of interdisciplinary connections and
to create a truly collaborative arena where faculty and students learned
to work well on interdisciplinary teams.
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Interdisciplinary research better re ects the realities of modern businesses,
where people from different specialties cooperate with each other, rather than compete.

Breaking Down Silos

We knew we had some work to do. Many of our faculty were
accustomed to working within their traditional silo subjects,
or at least primarily within the business school itself. In fact,
in the 2000 2001 academic year, we counted only four con-
nections between business school faculty and faculty in other
departments.

In 2001, our administration decided to provide internal
funding, through a call for Requests for Proposals (RFPs), to
interdisciplinary projects related to the school s strategic ini-
tiatives. It was estimated that each project would cost between
$30,000 and $80,000 per year for an average duration of two
to three years, although proposals that fell outside that range
were also considered.

During the three-month period
between the issuance of the RFP and
the proposal due date, the adminis-
tration encouraged extensive discus-
sion, not only among faculty seeking
collaborative opportunities, but also
between proposal teams and those
making the nal selections. This
discussion provided further oppor-
tunities for teams to re ne their
structures, introduce faculty with
overlapping interests, and choose
a project leader. Well-established
researchers were encouraged to
assume roles of leadership. We knew
that such discussion would be a vital
step in the process and would better
ensure that team members and their
objectives were well-matched.

In the inaugural year of this ini-
tiative, ten proposals were submitted, of which three were
selected for full funding. Several others received limited
funding to launch pilot projects. Projects launched as a result
of Bentley s interdisciplinary RFP program have been wide-
ranging, delving into multidisciplinary research areas such as
the following:

[ Data analytics in marketing and foreign direct invest-
ment, which led to collaboration among faculty from the
economics, international studies, marketing, and mathematics
departments.

1 Information availability and visibility through networks
of interconnected rms, which linked faculty from accoun-
tancy, behavioral and political sciences, computer information
systems, management, and marketing.
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[1 Women in leadership, which linked faculty from eco-
nomics, English, management, and philosophy.

[0 Enterprise risk management, which brought together
faculty from accountancy, behavioral sciences, computer
information systems, economics, nance, law, management,
marketing, mathematical sciences, nancial planning, and
taxation.

[0 Ethics and social responsibility, which involved faculty
from accountancy, behavioral and political sciences, manage-
ment, and philosophy.

In the 2003 2004 academic year, we counted 16 interdis-
ciplinary connections, inside and outside the business school

a 400 percent increase. In addition, the number of inter-
disciplinary publications within the
university which included journal
articles with at least two authors
from different departments rose
from seven to 36. Even better, the
increase in interdisciplinary publica-
tions outpaced the increase in the
number of publications overall, rising
from 3.61 percent to 13.79 percent.

Much of this activity can be attrib-
uted to the creation of the rst of -
cial interdisciplinary research team
at Bentley, DART (Data Analytics
Research Team), one of the success-
ful initiatives in the RFP program. It
was co-founded in 2001 by a mar-
keting professor and a statistician and
currently consists of these founding
members as well as a computer scien-
tist, an economist, and a geographer.
The team has published ve papers in
refereed journals and has several other projects under way. The
team takes advantage of its strong analytic capacity in areas of
interest to team members, such as database marketing, foreign
direct investment, and studies of the digital divide.

This increase in interdisciplinary research better re ects the
realities of modern businesses, where people from different
specialties cooperate with each other, rather than compete. In
this framework, people understand the importance of building
a network of colleagues and potential clients, so that they can
better understand differing points of view. They understand
that employees or consultants who retreat into their own
isolated disciplines, except in very specialized environments,
will often fail in their objectives to solve problems for their
companies and their clients.



Using RFPs to Create Faculty Connections

Knowledge creation is the foundation of the research mission of
many business schools and often depends on the number and
quality of faculty interactions across disciplinary lines. Taking
the following steps to create an environment that encourages
and nurtures these connections can increase the likelihood of
productive knowledge creation by research teams:

[ First, provide the necessary opportunity and motivation.

A Request for Proposal program like the one at Bentley Col-
lege is one way to bring the potential of interdisciplinary
research to the attention of faculty.

[ Help faculty find appropriate research partners. For example,
Bentley College has created a research database where fac-
ulty can nd like-minded scholars and create teams for inter-
disciplinary projects.

[1 Keep it flexible—and voluntary. Teams work well together
only if each member trusts in both the competence and good
will of his teammates. Such trust is best formed when team
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In the 2000-2001 academic year, before Bentley College’s Request for
Proposal program to encourage cross-disciplinary publications, there was
minimal interaction between business faculty (red dots) and faculty from
other departments, including arts and sciences (blue dots).

participation is completely voluntary. For instance, although
members of RFP-supported teams at Bentley are expected to
complete their funded projects, each team is informally and
voluntarily formed. Most research is conducted by informal
groups where people are free to join or depart at will. In
such a exible environment, where pressure and competition
among teammates is low, trust is likely to be high.

[1 Publicize success. Some faculty may fear straying from
their own disciplines to work with those from other depart-
ments. But as they learn of the recognition and prestige other
RFP recipients have received for their work, they will be more
encouraged to create proposals of their own.

An RFP program can provide faculty with just whats need-
ed to increase interdisciplinary research motivation, time,
and funding. With these three factors in place, many business
school faculty will take advantage of the opportunity and
boost a school s knowledge creation as a result.
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In the 2003-2004 academic year, after the Request for Proposal
program was launched, cross collaborations flourished, including not
only collaborations within the business school, but also between the
business school and the philosophy, mathematics, and computer sciences
departments.
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Many corporate leaders have realized that very few business problems are con ned
to the traditional business school disciplines. Most also encompass issues of
mathematics, engineering, design, psychology, sociology, and even philosophy.

Faculty Take the Lead

As our RFP program has evolved, it also has created a level
of faculty middle management within the school. That
is, many faculty have acted upon their own initiatives to
establish research centers in speci c areas of institutional
interest. Today, these faculty even hold their own internal
RFP competitions for various projects within the scope of
their research centers. They also link with other centers,
jointly funding collaborative projects.

We are fortunate that the layout of Bentley College s
physical campus facilitates our interdisciplinary collabora-
tions. Although it has separate departments with separate
deans, all departments are located near one another. In
many cases, they are intermingled
in the same buildings and hall-
ways. Such proximity encourages
faculty to meet informally and
builds a culture that shuns tradi-
tional, isolated silo behavior.
In fact, when the faculty and
staff dining room was renovat-
ed recently, faculty insisted on a
community table, which is now
regularly populated by a wide
variety of professors, young and
old, from all disciplines. Still,
even business schools that may be
more physically separated from
other university departments
can, and probably should, take
advantage of the variety of skills
and perspectives that faculty from
other disciplines have to offer.

Perhaps the most important
result of our RFP program is that our research faculty are
having fun! Through their internal and external collabo-
rations, they are learning new techniques and alternative
perspectives for examining business issues. For example,
one research team, comprising four individuals from eco-
nomics, nance, management, and mathematics, is inves-
tigating the gender gap in executive compensation using
theories from labor economics and management. Team
members are conducting their research via traditional
analytical methods and new advanced statistical software
to identify and account for complex interactions. In the
process, the team members enhance their own skills
through exposure to faculty with expertise very different
from their own.
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The Cross-Disciplinary Advantage

Its true that, to some extent, collaboration on a college
campus is inevitable. We realize that some of the collab-
orative efforts described here probably would have taken
place even without the motivation of the RFP initiative.
Many, however, would never have been conceived without
it. Through the initiative, Bentley College has been able to
change the dynamic within our faculty into one that runs
counter to the silo effect.

Our new cross-disciplinary approach to research has given
the business community an improved perception of what
our faculty and school have to offer. As a result of increased
recognition and funding, Bentley faculty have achieved
greater visibility in the business
community, receiving invitations
for faculty to speak to a wide
range of groups, from nancial
executives to women s leadership
associations. These projects have,
in essence, provided the business
community with a resource that
was desperately needed a business
school that takes a cross-functional
approach to problem-solving.

Today, many corporate lead-
ers have realized that very few
business problems are con ned
to the traditional business school
disciplines. Most, in fact, also
encompass issues of mathematics,
engineering, design, psychology,
sociology, and even philosophy.
As a result, we can no longer limit
our thinking, or our research, to
business disciplines alone. Crossing disciplinary boundaries
for research projects doesnt just bene t academic jour-
nals it makes professors more valuable to their schools and
helps them provide a richer, more expanded perspective to
their students. Perhaps more important, an interdisciplin-
ary approach to research provides more creative, thorough,
and readily applicable solutions for the increasingly complex
problems of real-world businesses. [

Susan M. Adams is an associate professor of management; Charles
Hadlock and Dominique Haughton are professors of mathematical
sciences; and Nathan Carter and George Sirbu are assistant professors
of mathematical sciences at Bentley College in Waltham, Massachusetts.
They all are members of Bentley’s Social Networks Analysis Project.






